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Abstract 
Anti-racist social work is at a crossroads: while on the one hand, racial binaries 
such as black/white, us/other and slave/master can be useful political tools to 
understand institutional racism, current contexts of multiculturalism raise 
questions about the continued relevance of race as a category for analysis. 
µ1HZHU¶IRUPVRIUDFLDOLVHGLGHQWLWLHVDUHHPHUJLQJWKDWQHHGWREHLQFRUSRUDWHG
into a broader conceptualisation of non-colour-based race theory. In this article, 
these contradictions are explicated through a phenomenological study of 
embodied reflections on race, ethnicity and self-identity among social work 
VWXGHQWV)UDQW])DQRQ¶VµIDFWRIEODFNQHVV¶SURYLGHVDQHSLVWHPLFJXLGHWRWKLV
phenomenological study, providing a multi-layered examination of social work 
VWXGHQWV¶H[SHULHQWLDODFFRXQWVRIWKHLUHPERGLHGLGHQWLWLHVWKHLUFRORXUUDFH
blackness, whiteness and sexuality and what this means for self-identity. 
Tentative student discourses provide powerful insights into the urgent need for 
a radical turn in (re)locating culture and race studies in social work curriculum. 
Key words post-UDFHHPERGLPHQWDQWLUDFLVWVRFLDOZRUN 
 
Introduction  
This article attempts a critical (re)examination of anti-racist social work theories 
DQGSUDFWLFHVZLWKLQVRFLDOZRUNHGXFDWLRQLQOLJKWRIQHZHUGLVFRXUVHVRIµSRVW-
UDFHVRFLHWLHV¶/HQWLQ7KHFULWLFDODQGUDGLFDOWXUQLQVRFLDOZRUNWKDW
emerged in the 1960s and 1970s (Adams et al, 2002; Okitikpi and Aymer, 2009, 
Fook, 2012; Kessl and Maurer, 2012) has faced challenges in responding to the 
rapid changes of multiculturalism and neoliberal ideologies of welfare in modern 
Britain. Singh (2013: 18) highlights the failure in professional social work to 
µHYROYH PRGHOV WR UHIOHFW WKH VKLIWLQJ GLVFRXUVHV RI ³UDFH´ « WKDW LV QRW
QHFHVVDULO\ EXLOW RQ WKH EODFN ZKLWH ELQDU\¶ 1HZHU UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV RI
racialised identities, such as post-national anti-6HPLWLVP0HHUµ-LKDGL





of white British girls by gangs of Asian men (Orr, 2013), have increased 
[HQRSKRELDDQGIHDURIWKHµ2WKHU¶%KDEKD 
The scale of multiculturalism is rapidly increasing, with population projections 
suggesting that black and minority ethnic groups will constitute over 20-30% of 
the total population of the United Kingdom (UK) in 2050 (Sunak and 
Rajeswaran, 2014). In addition, the numbers of mixed race, White Irish and 
Gypsy/Traveller people are also increasing and there are worsening outcomes in 
education and employment (Bhopal, 2011). While recent data from the Ethnic 
Minority British Election Survey (EMBUS) reported that minority ethnic groups 
ZHUHPRUHOLNHO\WKDQZKLWHSHRSOHWREHµIXOO\%ULWLVK¶WKH\DOVRUHSRUWHGKLJK
rates of social isolation and racial discrimination, especially among Black 
African groups (Runneymede Trust, 2012). Despite this, institutional racism and 
racial inequalities are frequently overshadowed by the political preoccupation 
ZLWK WKH H[WHQW WR ZKLFK PLQRULW\ HWKQLF JURXSV DUH µLQWHJUDWHG¶ LQWR British 
society (Penketh, 2000). In 2011, Conservative Prime Minister David Cameron 
IDPRXVO\ GHFODUHG WKH µIDLOXUH RI PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP¶ E\ UHIXVLQJ IXQGLQJ WR
0XVOLPJURXSVWKDWGLGQRWXSKROGµ%ULWLVKYDOXHV¶+HDWK7KLVPXGGOHG
approach to multiculturalism conflates a number of different issues: race with 
ethnicity, oppression with disadvantage, blaming victims instead of tackling the 
institutional reproduction of oppression. As Ahmad (1990: 46) reminds us: 
µ$FNQRZOHGJHPHQWRIUDFLVPVKLIWVWKHIRFXVIURP³GLVDGYDQWDJHG%ODFNV´WR
%ODFN SHRSOH EHLQJ RSSUHVVHG´ 'HDOLQJ ZLWK UDFLVP VKLIWV WKH IRFXV IURP
³KHOSLQJGLVDGYDQWDJHG%ODFNV´WR³WDFNOLQJRSSUHVVRUV´¶ 
One of the central tasks of critical and anti-racist social work is, then, to expose 
and draw attention to inequality, oppression and discrimination (Dominelli, 
2008; Penketh, 2000; Okitikpi and Aymer, 2009; Thompson, 2012). Within the 
Professional Capability Framework (PCF), the anti-discriminatory and anti-
oppressive intent of professional social work is especially identified in PCF 
GRPDLQµ'LYHUVLW\WRUHFRJQL]HGLYHUVLW\DQGDGRSWDQWL-discriminatory and 
anti-RSSUHVVLYHDSSURDFKHVLQ\RXUSUDFWLFH¶7&6::KLOHWKHQHHGIRU
an anti-racist and antidiscriminatory social work approach is abundantly evident, 
the implication of this in day-to-day practice is less straightforward. Anti-
discriminatory practice needs a supportive, non-racist environment within which 
to thrive, and can be easily coopted into other colour-blind, race-neutral agendas 
(Brah and Hickman, 1999; Okitikpi and Aymer, 2009). In the face of rapid 
changes to the composition and social categorisation of race, ethnicity and 
cultural hybridity, it would be of benefit to (re)examine the extent to which anti-
racist social work policy, education and practice are still effective in addressing 
racial inequalities.  
How, then, does anti-racist social work adapt to address the increasingly 





mean race does not matter, or that race as a binary is insufficient to explain 
problems with multiculturalism? These are some of the core debates that inform 
this article. In order to fully explore this theoretical proposition, this study 
presents a phenomenological exploration of social woUN VWXGHQWV¶ HPERGLHG
understanding of their race, colour, cultural, ethnicity and liminality, in relation 
to their reflexive selfhoods and their professional identity-in-the-making.  
My epistemic stance is informed by feminist standpoint theory (Wood, 2012), 
which challenges cultural norms and social ideologies that marginalise particular 
groups. First, I approach race theory through an embodied self-identity 
perspective, which draws on multiple forms of identity politics to inform our 
worldviews, acknowledging that these may in turn occasionally come into 
conflict with each other. As an Indian woman, I seek what Bhabha (1994) calls 
WKHµVWDLUZD\VRIOLPLQDOLW\¶WKHKLGGHQVSDFHVRIµLQ-betweeness¶WKDWHQDEOHXV
to belong to numerous social groups at once ± WKHHPERGLPHQWRIµ8V¶DQGWKH
µ2WKHU¶6HFRQGDVDVRFLDOZRUNHGXFDWRU,DPVHHNLQJWRPLQLPLVHWKHJDSLQ
what Gilroy (1987) FDOOVµPXQLFLSDO¶UDFLVPRUFROOHFWLYHGLVFULPLQDWLRQRIWHQ
experienced by black professionals and service users, linked as they are through 
a shared discourse of blackness. Interrogating the hierarchy within the academy 
is a central task in critical and radical social work (Ahmad, 1990; Murray and 
Aymer, 2009); and I attempt to take a reflective stance in observing the elitist 
distinction between knowledge generated through theory and knowledge 
generated through practice. In order to put social work students at the centre of 
my practice and research, this study provides a phenomenological examination 
RI VRFLDO ZRUN VWXGHQWV¶ SHUFHSWLRQV RI WKHLU UDFLDO DQG FXOWXUDO LGHQWLWLHV LQ
UHODWLRQWRWKHLUVRFLDOZRUNUROH,QWKLVZD\VWXGHQWV¶VHOI-identities, defined in 
terms of their own biographies (Giddens, 1991), serve as tentative discourses-in-
the-making, and inductively shape and influence theoretical understanding of 
race at a meta level.  
This article is structured into six main sections. In the first section, the complex 
interplay of race, ethnicity and culture and unpacked to examine a post-race 
analysis of identity. Newer forms of non-colour based race categories are then 
explored in the second section. The central arguments around the etymology of 
blackness and embodiment of difference are explicated in the third section, by 
drawing particularly on the work of Frantz Fanon and Phillip Roth. In the fourth 
section, the study methodology is outlined, and the embodied understanding of 
race is considered using heuristic phenomenology. In the fifth section, the lived 
experiences of student social workers is presented using interpretative 
phenomenological analysis (IPA). Finally, the findings of the study are discussed 





Post-race? Ethnicit(ies), culture(s) and multiculturalism  
In recent times, especially post 9/11, media attention has shifted from race 
equality to the failure of multiculturalism in Western capitalistic societies. The 
µGHDWKRIUDFH¶DUJXPHQWVHPHUJLQJIURPPXOWLFXOWXUDOLVPGebates suggest that 
the failure of multiculturalism is caused by an excess of culturally diverse 
populations in an otherwise white Europe (Gallagher, 2008; Lentin, 2012). The 
WHUP µSRVW-UDFH¶ KDV EHHQ XVHG LQ QXPHURXV ZD\V WR GHQRWH YDU\LQJ VRFLDO
ideological positions, in some cases to explain away the presence of racial 
discrimination, while in others to recognise changing contexts (Gilroy, 1998). 
Lentin (2012: 1270) defines her position as follows:  
[T]he post-racial as I am using the concept, refers to the ways in which 
by bypassing or denying race as an adequate means of making sense of 
discrimination we risk ignoring how allied concepts such as culture and 
diversity have been incorporated into the denial of the significance of 
racism.  
Thus, the HYROXWLRQRIDµUDFHOHVV¶VRFLHW\GRHVQRWPHDQDUHMHFWLRQRIUDFLDO
discrimination, but scepticism that racial discourses of blackness are sufficient 
to explain the complex pictures of cultural hybridity and ethnic histories that go 
beyond colour racism (Goldberg, 2006). Parekh (2000) links the rise in 
multiculturalism with supranationalism and distinguishes between shared 
cultural histories at a collective level (for example diaspora) and the 
culturalisation of politics and homogenising all cultures under the artificial 
umbrella of one unified cultural frame. In so far as multiculturalism is defined 
outside the realm of whiteness, as a self-declaration of cultural characteristics 
unifying a community (Hall, 1990), multiculturalism can lead to a deepening 
understanding of racism, not a denial of the same.  
Xeno-racism: Islamophobia and anti-Semitism  
Within the post-racist framework, researchers have begun to explore non-
colourbased forms of racism, also known as xeno-racism, which is based on 
ethnicity, religion or cultural bias against a minority group (Fekete, 2013). While 
xeno-racism still conforms within the etymology of blackness (see above) in the 
creation of dual consciousness and othering, the characteristics of difference are 
embodied not on the skin, but in dress, culture, deportment, food etc. Sivanandan 
(2001: 87) coined the term xeno-UDFLVP WRGHVFULEH µD UDFLVP WKDW LV QRW MXVW
directed at those with darker skin from the former colonial territories, but at the 





Post 9/11, no other group in the world has generated such extreme form of 
xenoracism than Muslim communities living in the West. Lavalette (2013) 
examines tKH µ3UHYHQW DJHQGD¶ UROOHG RXW LQ %ULWDLQ DIWHU WKH  /RQGRQ
bombings and the peculiarities of the self-policing expected from non-extremist 
0XVOLPSHRSOHWRµZLQWKHKHDUWVDQGPLQGV¶RIWKHLUFRPPXQLWLHVWRVWHPWKH
tide of extremist indoctrination. ThHµRWKHU¶LVKHQFHUHVSRQVLEOHIRUSROLFLQJWKH
H[WUHPLVWHOHPHQWVRIWKHLUUDFHLQRUGHUWRSURYHWKHLUµ%ULWLVKQHVV¶DQGOR\DOW\
to the Crown (it is noteworthy that such similar displays are not required by white 
FLWL]HQV3HQNHWK¶V study of second- and third-generation South Asian 
0XVOLP ZRPHQ¶V YLHZV DERXW ZHDULQJ D KHDG VFDUI VLPLODUO\ GLVSOD\V WKH
offence and barbarism of the veiling to be within the white Western gaze, not in 
the wearers of the veil. Mohanty (2000) aptly explores the penetrative depth of 
WKH :HVWHUQ JD]H LQ GHFU\LQJ µGLUW\ ILOWK\ DQG WDLQWHG¶ DQ\WKLQJ WKDW GHSDUWV
significantly from white, Christian social customs and practices. In a rare 
GHSDUWXUHIURP'DYLG&DPHURQ¶VSRVLWLRQRIEHLQJµWRXJKRQQRQ-assimilative 
0XVOLPV¶Conservative MP Baroness Warsi commented:  
The drip-feeding of fear fuels a rising tide of prejudice. So when people 
JHWRQWKHWXEHDQGVHHDEHDUGHG0XVOLPWKH\WKLQNµWHUURULVW¶ZKHQ
WKH\KHDU µKDODO¶ WKH\ WKLQN µWKDW VRXQGV OLNH FRQWDPLQDWHGPHDW¶ DQd 
ZKHQWKH\ZDONSDVWDZRPHQZHDULQJDYHLOWKH\WKLQNµWKDWZRPDQ¶V
RSSUHVVHG¶$QGZKDW¶VSDUWLFXODUO\ZRUU\LQJLVWKDWWKLVFDQOHDGGRZQ
the slippery slope to violence. (Doward, 2011) 
7KLVTXRWDWLRQLOOXVWUDWHVWKHH[RWLFLVPRIWKH,VODPLFµRWKHU¶DQd suggests that 
in the context of globally increasing Islamophobia, Muslim people in Britain are 
scrutinised with mistrust, suspicion and racial hatred. Such xenophobia is not 
restricted to those who are not white people. Discourses of blackness as 
institutional racism, apply also to the anti-Roma campaigns and the social 
exclusion of White Gypsy/Traveller and White Irish groups. Anti-Semitism, a 
form of xeno-racism that has received little attention in social work (Lavalette 
and Penketh, 2013), describes a form of prejudice towards people of the Jewish 
faith. Thus: 
[A]nti-Semitism is best defined not by an attitude to Jews but by a 
GHILQLWLRQRI WKHµ-HZ¶«DVD µIOH[LEOH WHQDFLRXV LQWHOOLJHQW IRUHLJQ
tribe that knows how to bring abstract reality into pOD\¶«LQVKRUWDQWL-
Semitism is the process of turning Jews into Jews. (Klug, 2003, cited in 
Meer, 2014: 9) 





ĞǇŽŶĚƚŚĞ ?ŚƵŵĂŶƐƚĂŝŶ ? ?ĞŵďŽĚŝŵĞŶƚĂƐĨƌĞĞĚŽm  
5DFHLVHVVHQWLDOO\DQHPERGLHGLGHQWLW\DVLWLVµZRUQ¶RQWKHVNLQ5DFLVPEH
LWRYHUWRUFRYHUWIRUPVRIGLVFULPLQDWLRQVXFKDVµFRORXU-EOLQGQHVV¶LVDGHQLDO
of the tortured past of enslavement, and a rejection of present racial inequality. 
The very embodiment of race is then used as a vehicle to render invisible the 
politicised identity of blackness. Du Bois (cited in Meer, 2014: 10) poignantly 
UHIHUVWRWKHDOLHQDWLRQWKDWDGLVHPERGLHGUHIHUHQFHWRUDFHEULQJVµDSHFXOLDU
sensation, this double FRQVFLRXVQHVVWKLVVHQVHRIDOZD\VORRNLQJDWRQH¶VVHOI
WKURXJKWKHH\HVRIWKHRWKHUV¶6LPLODUO\ZKHQ)DQRQVWDWHVµ'LUW\
1LJJHURU/RRND1HJUR¶KHLVGUDZLQJDWWHQWLRQWREHLQJUDFLDOO\REMHFWLILHG
blackness being made synonymous wiWKµGLUW¶µWDLQW¶µLPSXULW\¶LQRSSRVLWLRQ
WR ZKLWHQHVV 5RWK  FRLQHG WKH WHUP µKXPDQ VWDLQ¶ WR GHVFULEH WKH
inescapability of racial difference LQIHFWLQJ RQH¶V VHQVH RI VHOI-identity. Like 
0DFEHWKFU\LQJµRXWRXWGDPQHGVSRW¶WKHXQZDVKDEOHVLQ, the unassailability 
and permanent belatedness of race (see Fanon below) contaminates the bearer of 
blackness, in the eyes of the Western (white) gaze. In order to resist white 
representation of race, hooks (1994, 1999a, 1999b) examines the need to reclaim 
blackness from the white gaze, by exposing racism in all its forms across and 
within coloured communities. I extrapolate from hooks that as racial 
GLVFULPLQDWLRQ LV OHYLHG DJDLQVW WKH µFRORXUHG ERG\¶ RQO\ DQ HPERGLHG
perspective ± one that challenges thH µERGLO\ RUGHU¶ RI FRQIRUPLW\ DQG
transgression (Williams and Bendelow, 1998;) ± can lead to freedom.  
Methodology  
This study involved two stages. First, a theoretical investigation was conducted 
mapping the contours of race, ethnicity and diversity in relation to various race 
and post-race theories. Second, a primary data study was engaged in to explore 
embodied, lived expressions of race as experienced by social work students. The 
worldviews of trainee social workers are especially important in informing social 
FRQVWUXFWLRQV RI UDFH DV WKH\ DUH LQ WKH SURFHVV RI µEHFRPLQJ¶ +HLGHJJHU
1962); of integrating their personal selves with their professional selfhoods-in-
the-PDNLQJ,QWHUURJDWLQJRQH¶VVHOI-identity understood as the self reflexively 
observed ZLWKLQRQH¶VELRJUDSK\*LGGHQVFDQEHDIRUPRIUDGLFDODFWLRQ
in itself (Rajan-Rankin, 2013). An interpretivist tradition (Smith et al, 2009; 
Miles et al, 2013) was found to be synergetic with the main aims of the 
qualitative study, which were to: 
 XQGHUVWDQG VRFLDO ZRUN VWXGHQWV¶ H[SHULHQWLDO DFFRXQWV RI WKHLU RZQ
embodied identity; 




 examine how these embodied representations of racialised subjectivities 
shaped their self-identity in relation to their personal and professional social 
work roles.  
Merleau-3RQW\¶V   FRQFHSW RI WKH µERG\-VXEMHFW¶ LV HVSHFLDOO\
DSSHDOLQJLQWKHVHDUFKIRUDQHPERGLHGXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIUDFHZKHUHµWKHERG\
[is] no longer conceived as an object in the world, but as our means of 
FRPPXQLFDWLRQZLWKLW¶)LQOD\DQG*RXJKHOXFLGDWHWKHUHODWLRQVKLS
EHWZHHQHPERGLPHQWUHIOH[LYLW\DQGSKHQRPHQRORJ\µWKHJHQUHRIUHIOH[LYLW\
as inter-VXEMHFWLYH UHIOHFWLRQ KDV JURZQ VLJQLILFDQWO\ « >LW@ focusses on the 
VLWXDWHGHPHUJHQWDQGQHJRWLDWHGQDWXUHRIWKHUHVHDUFKHQFRXQWHU«WKHSURFHVV
this involves is more than reflection ± instead a radical self-reflective 
FRQVFLRXVQHVV>HPHUJHV@«¶ 
6PLWK HW DO¶V JXLGLQJ IUDPHZRUNRI LQWHUSUHWDWLYH phenomenological 
analysis was used to guide this study. In keeping with this approach, in-depth 
qualitative interviews were conducted with a small sample of 10 undergraduate 
and postgraduate students, lasting between one and a half to two hours. Interview 
questions examined their notions of self-identity in relation to their self-ascribed 
understanding of race, ethnicity, class, gender and sexuality. Ethical approval 
was granted by the research ethics committee at my institution. Social work 
students (who were not my tutees) were invited to participate in the study, using 
a group email that was circulated by their academic tutors, to minimise the 
possibility of coercion. Interviews were conducted within the university setting 
and were taped using a digital voice recorder and transcribed verbatim. The 
sample consisted of eight women and two men, of which five students were on 
the undergraduate social work programme and five were undertaking a 
postgraduate social work course. The mean age was 31.2 years, seven students 
were married parents with children, while two were single and one shared that 
she was a lesbian and in a civil partnership. This sample profile is consistent with 
the industry profile for social work education programmes, which have an 
underrepresentation of male social work students and an over-representation of 
mature students (Jones, 2009).  
Findings and analysis  
6PLWK HW DO¶V  LQWHUSUHWDWLYH SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO DQDO\VLV DSSURDFK ZDV
adopted to make sense of the data. This included various steps such as reading 
and re-reading transcripts, initial note taking, linguistic coding, explicating 
meaning and developing narrative commentaries (to tease apart the phenomenon 
from the verbal account) and deeper conceptual commentaries aimed at 




were then broadly organised and interconnections were encouraged to flourish 
EHWZHHQDQGZLWKLQWKHVHWKHPHV,QNHHSLQJZLWK7KH&ROOHJHRI6RFLDO:RUN¶V
core values to highlight areas of social inequality and oppression and enhance 
emancipatory outcomes for vulnerable groups, this study represents explicit and 
implicit discourses around race, ethnicity and identity as described by social 
work students themselves. In order to protect the identity of the participants, all 
quotations have been anonymised and delinked from identifiable characteristics 
of the participants.  
Colourism and privileging of whiteness  
(DUOLHVW UHFROOHFWLRQV RI µNQRZLQJ¶ RQH¶V RZQ UDFH IRU PDQ\ VRFLDO ZRUN
students, came from childhood encounters with colourism, or experiences of 
same-race discrimination where white skin is privileged.  
µ:KHQ,ZDVYHU\\RXQJP\JUDQGPRWKHUXVHGWRDOZDys differentiate 
EHWZHHQPHDQGP\VLVWHU«OLNHVKHDOZD\VSUHIHUUHGP\VLVWHU6KH
always favoured my sister and said she was smarter, better, brighter, 
more beautiful, more clever than me. And what was never said but was 
always there you know? Was that my sister was fairer than me. She never 
came right out and said it, but in a million little ways I knew, I just knew 
«WKDW¶VZK\VKH WUHDWHGPHGLIIHUHQWO\«6RPHWLPHV LQ WKHVXPPHU
after we went swimming, she would bathe us and she would scrub me 
really hard you know, with a wire brush, like as if she scrubbed hard 
HQRXJKWKHEODFNZRXOGFRPHRXW¶ 
µ, GRQ¶W NQRZ LI WKLV LV QHFHVVDULO\ UHOHYDQW EXW LQ 1LJHULD ZH XVH
OLJKWHQLQJFUHDPVOLNHWRPDNHRXUVNLQOLJKWHU"$QGLW¶VOLNHDEODFN
man can be as black as coal but when it comes to the woman he wants, 
LW¶VDOZD\VDOLJKWVNLQQHGZRPDQ¶ 
This rich and lucid exposition of race and colourism described by social work 
students speaks of the pain of experiencing racial discrimination within their 
own communiWLHV+DUULV,QWKHILUVWTXRWDWLRQWKHVWXGHQW¶VVHOI-worth 
is determined in counterpoint to her lighter-skinned, fairer/better/smarter sister, 
with proximity to whiteness being associated with misplaced racial superiority. 
The reference to being µVFUXEEHGDVLI WRJHW WKHEODFNRXW¶FRQILUPV)DQRQ¶V
µIDFWRIEODFNQHVV¶WKHRU\RIEODFNQHVVDVGLUWRUWDLQW7KXVZKHQ)DQRQ
VWDWHVWKDWµDOOWKLVZKLWHQHVVEXUQVPH¶KHLVUHIHUULQJWRWKHLQVLGLRXVQHVV
of race, puncturing the fragile sense of self in relation to the reference point of 
whiteness. Interestingly, the second quotation relates more to the aesthetic of 
race in relation to sexuality and gender relations. Thus, blackness is tolerated 




bear race as inferior citizens of both blackness and gender. As hooks (1999b) 
observes, the race project is left unfinished if we problematise race without 
gender, and gender without race.  
µ:KLWHQRLVH"¶3HUFHSWLRQVRIUDFHDPRQg white social work students  
Embodied identities of social work students also played a role in shaping their 
approach to thinking about and talking about race. White social work students 
VKDUHGDSDUWLFXODUNLQGRIµVTXLUPLQJLQP\VHDW¶GLVFRPIRUWRIEHing pinned 
down, when conversations about race emerged in the classroom. Racial guilt was 
a shared experience while a sense of frustration was also palpable as white 
students talked about the invisibility of their whiteness and the lack of discourse 
with which to identify:   
µ,W¶VOLNH³ZKLWH´LVXVHGDVDZHDSRQ\RXNQRZ"/LNHZKHQHYHUOHFWXUHUV
start talking about race of anti-discriminatory practice you just see the 
FODVV FULQJH D OLWWOH « OLNH MXVW EHFDXVH ,¶P ZKLWH ,¶P UHVSRQVLEOH
VRPHKRZ,W¶VIUXVWUDWLQJEHFDXVH,GRQ¶WKDYHWKHZRUGVWRWDONDERXW 
my IHHOLQJVEHFDXVHDOOWKH\VHHLVZKLWH«¶ 






The three quotations above all deal with whiteness in very different ways. While 
LQ WKH ILUVW WZRTXRWDWLRQV VWXGHQWV¶YRLFHG WKHLU IUXVWUDWLRQDW EHLQJ µSLQQHG
GRZQ¶E\WKHEODFNJD]HLQFRQWUDVWWRWKH:HVWHUQZKLWHFDSLWDOLVPJD]HWKH\
were forced to encounter and problematise their whiteness (see Jeyasingham, 
2012). Simultaneously, they articulated the oppressive weight of whiteness 
bearing down on their skin, unable to think critically outside the confines of the 
bodily cage, being white, rendering them invisible in a critical race encounter. 
The third quotation reveals a canny observation about blackness and the natural 
IHDURIEHLQJODEHOOHGDVDµUDFLVW¶IRUWDONLQJDERXWUDFH 
Racism and racial prejudice  
Several of the social work students I interviewed shared experiences of racial 





armed with radical consciousness, students examined, perhaps for the first time, 
what they have always experienced but never articulated ± the feeling of being 
µRWKHUHG¶RIEHLQJLQYLVLEOH 
µ,QP\ILUVW\HDU,KDG«<HDK«DNLQGRIGLVFULPLQDWLRQH[SHULHQFH
On my shadowing [three-day placement] I was placed with a white 
practice educaWRULQDKRPHOHVVQHVVVKHOWHU,GRQ¶WNQRZZKHUHLWZHQW
ZURQJ , WUXO\GRQ¶W ,ZDVGUHVVHGVPDUW LQVODFNVDQLFHVXLWZKLWH
VKLUWEODFNVKRHV3URIHVVLRQDO\RXNQRZ"6KHMXVWGLGQ¶WOLNHPH6KH
took all the students around the agency but just asked me wait in her 
office with a health and safety manual to read. Then she went for lunch 
and just left me there! [emphasis original] She just forgot about me, like 
,GLGQ¶WHYHQH[LVW,GRQ¶WNQRZLILWZDVUDFHRUZKDW«,NQRZWKHUH
was another black girl there but she was on the MA [Masters] 
SURJUDPPHDQGZDVPRUHFRQILGHQW6KHMXVWGLGQ¶WOLNH me  
>HPSKDVLVDGGHG@,ZDVOHIWEHKLQGLJQRUHGDQGIRUJRWWHQ¶ 
7KLV VWXGHQW¶V VWRU\ VSHDNV RI LQQRFHQFH ORVW ³HYHU\ RQWRORJ\ LV ORVW LQ D
colonized and FLYLOL]HGZRUOG´)DQRQ+HU\RXWKDQGLQH[SHULHQFH
were met by censure and rejection in her first shadowing placement. The 
UHSHDWHGUHIHUHQFH³,GRQ¶WNQRZZKHUHLWZHQWZURQJ,WUXO\GRQ¶W´LQGLFDWHV
WKHXQUHVROYHGFRQIOLFWRIµQRWNQRZLQJ¶ the uncertainty of racist encounters that 
leads to questions of their imagined nature and their embodied authentic 
H[SHULHQFH7KHVWXGHQWGHIHQGHGKHUDWWHPSWWREHµSURIHVVLRQDO¶WKURXJKKHU
performative presentation of the self in the work environment, through her smart 
attire. The racist encounter took three distinct forms: 
 rejection ± WKHSUDFWLFHHGXFDWRUUHMHFWHGKHUDWWHPSWWRµILWLQ¶DVDQHTXDOLQ
a professional world in their first encounter; 
 dominance and control ± the student was then punished for her lack of 
experience, for her blackness, by being detained in an office while other 
students were taken around the agency; 
 invisibility ± she was now reduced to an inferior racial existence and 
experienced phenomenological invisibility.  
It is important to observe here, that these interpretative comments are not an 
DXWKRULWDWLYHDFFRXQWµSURYLQJ¶UDFLVPEXWDQLQWHUURJDWLRQRIWKHVWXGHQW¶VOLYHG




Euro-Islam and Islamophobia  
Following on from the experiences of direct and covert racial discrimination, 
some social work students also shared their experiences of Islamophobia at their 
student placement:  
Participant:  µ<HV,KDYHIDFHGUDFLVPRQWKLVFRXUVHUDFLVPRQ
my placement. I am British and my husband is 
Jordanian and I converted to Islam more than 20 
years ago. I am a very devout Muslim, I wear the head 
scarf, say my prayers and go to Mosque. But in my 
SODFHPHQWP\3(>SUDFWLFHHGXFDWRU@«,GRQ¶WNQRZ
«LW¶VOLNHVKHGLGQ¶WWDNHPHVHULRXVO\\RXNQRZ «




Participant:  µ:HOO,JXHVVLWPHDQVOLNHMXVWEHFDXVH,DPZKLWH 
and D0XVOLPLWMXVWVRPHKRZGRHVQ¶WFRPSXWHIRU
her. And the strange thing is, she makes jokes, all the 




of it, and then I have to laugh too, even though I find 
LWVRKXUWIXO«¶ 
7KLVVWXGHQW¶VH[SHULHQFHWKURZVXSQXPHURXVIDFHWVRIUDFLVPZLWKLQDQLQGLUHFW
race encounter. Her liminal self-identity of being a white Muslim woman was 
met with perceived ridicule in her social work placement setting. There is a deep-
seated insecurity, a fear of not being an authentic being, liminal to both worlds, 
DQµRXWVLGHU¶WR%ULWLVK&KULVWLDQVRFLHW\DQGWRWKe Muslim community she has 
FRQYHUWHG LQWR 7KH UHSHWLWLYH UHIHUHQFH WR µGHYRXWQHVV¶ VXJJHVWV D QHHG WR
reinforce the Muslim identity (as whiteness is seen as background, not to be 
problematised). The covert experience of racial discrimination through 
stereotyping of women in hijab, the exoticising and sexualising of the female 
animal, is couched in humour, making it impossible to counter these racist 





 ³:K\FDQ¶W ,EH%ULWLVKOLNHHYHU\RQHHOVH"´ 
7KHFRQFHSWRIµPL[HGQHVV¶PXOWLFXOWXUDOLGHQWLWLHVDQGOLPLQDOLW\DOVRHPHUJHG
LQVWXGHQWV¶DFFRXQWV7KHIROORZLQJPDOHVWXGHQW¶VDFFRXQWKLJKOLJKWVKLVXWWHU
frustration at not being allowed to be himself (being British was a defiance to all 
the other forms of being he felt unable to relate to):  
µ<RXNQRZZKDWUHDOO\PDNHVPHPDG",W¶VWKDWZHMXVWGRQ¶WKDYHWKH
modern words, the modern language to describe what it means [points at 
FKHVW@WREHPL[HGUDFH<RX¶UHµIRUFHG¶WREHEODFNRUZKLWHEXW\RX 
NQRZ ZKDW ,¶P OLNH ³JHW RII P\ EDFN ,¶P QRW EODFN´ 0\ GDG¶V
3DNLVWDQLP\PXP¶V:KLWH%ULWLVKVRZKDWGRHVWKDWPDNHPH":K\
FDQ¶W,MXVWEH%ULWLVKOLNHHYHU\RQHHOVH"¶ 
This student was rejecting, not blackness, but the black/white binary that does 
not accommodate for culturally hybrid self-identity. Being a young second-
generation, British-born, Asian Muslim with a mixed race heritage created 
FXOWXUDOFRQIXVLRQIRUWKHKLP+LVUDJH³ZHMXVWGRQ¶WKDYHWKHPRGHUQZRUGV´ 
stemmed from an inability to define self-identity from the safe confines of 
FXOWXUDOKRPRJHQHLW\EHLQJIURPRQHUDFH7KHµGXDOQHVV¶RIKLVUDFLDOLGHQWLW\
DW RQFH EHLQJ WKH µRWKHU¶ DQG SDUW RI µXV¶ H[SHULHQFLQJ KLV EODFNQHVV RQFH
UHPRYHG WKURXJK KLV SDUHQW¶V UDFLDO KHULWDJH H[Slains quite clearly why 
µ%ULWLVKQHVV¶ /HGG\-Owen, 2012) with its focus on national identity is a 
raceless, colour-neutral, more appealing option.  
Race: the silent scream  
A common experience of all the social work students was that discussing race 
and racism in the classroom was an unsettling experience:  
µ,GRQ¶WNQRZ,MXVWGRQ¶WNQRZZK\VWXGHQWVLQVRFLDOZRUNGRQ¶WZDQW
WRRSHQO\WDONDERXWUDFHLQWKHFODVVURRP0D\EHLW¶VOLNHZHDUHSDVWLW





µ,W FDQ¶W MXVW EH Dbout race you know, you have to look at the whole 
person. In my previous college when I came out about being a lesbian, 






they talk about race, they only see me as a white woman, and because of 
WKDWOLNH,GRQ¶WXQGHUVWDQG¶ 
µ,WPDNHVPHUHDOO\DQJU\DQGVDG«ZKHQZHWDONDERXWUDFH,IHHODOO
choked up and that makes me angry too. Like why do I have to carry it 
DOO":K\LVLWRQO\PHZKRKDVWREHEODFNDQGWKHQFDUHDERXWUDFH"¶ 
5DFHEHFRPHVDµVLOHQWVFUHDP¶LQWKHFODVVURRPHYHU-present, raging on in the 
background. Social work students, especially from those from minority ethnic 
EDFNJURXQGVDUHVHQVLWLVHGWRLW³µLWPDNHVPHUHDOO\DQJU\´³ZK\GR,KDYHWR
FDUU\ LW DOO >UDFH@"´ DQG LQ PDQ\ ZD\V WKHLU HPERGLPHQW HQDEOHV WKHLU
admission into social work programmes. Yet, the overwhelming experience of 
race when articulated on a social work course that, above all else, seems to be 
promoting neoliberal ideas of professionalism (see Rajan-Rankin, 2013, for 
discussion), renders voiceless and paralysed students who are fearful to share 
their viHZV LQFDVH WKH\DUHYLHZHGDV µUDFLVW¶RU WR UHSRUW UDFLVPIRU IHDURI
being a trouble-maker or unprofessional. Addressing these barriers to talking 
about race is essential in the radical struggle for racial freedom. As Ahmad 
(1990: 47) observes, it is tKHJRDORIFULWLFDODQGUDGLFDOVRFLDOZRUNWRµ>H@QG
WKH³FRQVSLUDF\RIVLOHQFH´DERXWWKHSUHVHQFHRIUDFLVPLQVRFLDOZRUNDQGIRUP
alliances with voices heard against oppression to build a collective resource that 
is visible and speaks in favour of soFLDOZRUNHPSRZHUPHQW¶ 
Concluding remarks: anti-racist or multicultural social work education?  
This article contains multiple agendas and is burgeoning with the dissent of a 
thousand voices. In reflection, it probably reads like several articles rolled into 
one; this is a purposeful accident. The attempt being made is to demonstrate the 
interlocked, overlapping, contradictory and tumultuous nature of race dialogue 
without any attempt to tame it. While I could have separated this article into two 
articles ± one re-exploring theories of race and diversity in a post-race world, 
DQG DQRWKHU SUHVHQWLQJ D SKHQRPHQRORJLFDO DFFRXQW RI VRFLDO ZRUN VWXGHQWV¶
perceptions of race ± this would be tantamount, in my mind, to separating theory 
and practice, and not allowLQJVWXGHQWV¶HPERGLHGH[SHULHQFHVWRGDQFHRQWKH
same page as classic race theorists, to the point where the boundary blurs with 
regard to where theory begins and ends. It is to the reader I leave the decision as 
to whether this articulation has achieved its epistemic intent.  
The main findings of this study and recommendations towards the 
(re)radicalisation of social work education is hence as follows:  
 Anti-racist social work education needs to be abreast with rapid changes in 





to an embarrassing problem of racial inequality having been solved through 
policy mandates and equality legislation. Such arguments can sound very 
FRQYLQFLQJDVGHSLFWHG LQ WKHIROORZLQJTXRWDWLRQ µUDFLDOPL[WXUHDQG
diverse racial ideology will resolve racial problems by transcending race; (2) 
fluid racial identity is an indication of a form of racial progress that 
deconstructs the stability of racial categories and brings society closer to a 
colour-EOLQGXWRSLD¶+HQGHUVRQFLWHGLQ+DUULV+RZHYHU,ZRXOG
DUJXH WKDW ZKLOH µSRVW-UDFH¶ FDWHJRULHV DUH XVHIXO LQ FKDOOHQJLQJ WKH
black/white binary, they harbour the danger of disconnecting race from anti-
racist social work agendas in favour of multicultural social work education. 
Blackness is political, and in order to challenge institutional racism, race 
consciousness must always remain at the core of anti-discriminatory social 
work practice.  
 The content of anti-racist social work education with the new Professional 
Capabilities Framework (PCF) must include a core element of blackness, 
migration and diaspora studies, to render complete the academic and 
practicebased scrutiny of historical and contemporary manifestations of 
racism.  
 Continued professional development (CPD) must also include a broader 
complement of race theory and diversity studies to inform and update social 
work practitioners with the new developments around racial inequalities and 
ways to adapt their practice within the principles of anti-discriminatory 
social work practice. This must transcend simply culturally competent social 
work practice (a neoliberal solution to the multicultural problem) and lead to 
the creation of politicised spaces of radical resistance to the politics of 
representation.  
 This article presents a novel theoretical proposal of linkages between 
neoliberal social work and institutional whiteness, which must be further 
expORUHG7KHLGHDRIµLQVWLWXWLRQDOVWLFNLQHVV¶WRRPD\SURYLGHDXVHIXOWRRO
to explore not just equality and diversity policies, but also the racialised and 
politicised policy context within which these meta-level discourses are being 
enacted.  
To concluGH,UHLWHUDWHWKHZRUGVRIKRRNVµWRFODLPERUGHU-crossing, 
the moving of high and low, cultural hybridity, as the deepest expression within 
a multicultural democracy means that we must envision ways such freedom of 
movement can be experienced E\HYHU\RQH¶7KURXJKDFULWLFDOUHDGLQJRIKRRNV
I propose another thought for further consideration: that in order to achieve racial 
IUHHGRPZHFDQQRWORRNIRUDQVZHUVZLWKLQUDFLDOLQHTXDOLW\LQ/RUGH¶V 





of this task by coloniser and the colonised, that new meanings may emerge. Anti-
racist social work education must hence look backwards to its radical past, to 
forge the way forward to a racial consciousness that transcends discourses 
DURXQGµHTXDOLW\¶LQDPXOWLFXOWXUDOZRUOG 
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